MAKING A SELF-ACCESS CENTRE PART OF THE ENGLISH PROGRAM by Cynthia R Cunningham
MAKING A SELF-ACCESS CENTRE 
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Cynthia R. Cunningham* 
While not all projects may have met with total success, many researchers have attested 
to the need for and the benefits reaped from developing learner autonomy both within the 
classroom and with self-access centres (Barnett and Jordan 1991; Jones 1995; Lee 1998; 
Littlejohn 1985). Some researchers consider pragmatic reasons, that there is simply too 
much knowledge for a person to learn if they are to attain high linguistic competence. 
Others argue that learners gain greater freedom in their language acquisition, resulting in the 
assumption of responsibility for their own learning. A third reason is that it permits the more 
efficient use of time. 
This paper will look at all three arguments and discuss how they relate to one college's 
planned innovation with regards to its English program. 
BACKGROUND 
Aomori Public College (APC) has instituted a number of innovations over the past three 
years, moving from a written and oral discourse oriented program towards a TOEIC test-
based program. The changes were initiated due to an increasing belief in the necessity of 
high TOEIC scores for graduates entering the workforce. 
The current goals of the program are for the students to attain a TOEIC test score of 450 
at the end of their required first year English course, and to improve their spoken English 
ability. Students who do not reach the TOEle goal are required to take English in their 
consecutive years of study until they attain a minimum of 425 points, which is also a 
graduation requirement. The goal was set as it approximates the national average. 
To attain these goals, students have English classes four times a week. The program has 
been divided into two components: two hours are for TOEIe preparation and two hours are 
for speaking. The TOEIC and speaking goals defined in the syllabus are based on standards 
established by Educational Testing Services (ETS), the developers of the TOEIC test. The 
standards are organized into levels, each having a brief explanation of what the level means. 
Taking the Spring 2003 syllabus for Regular Level students as an example, 
"The content of this course is to prepare students for TOEIC test and help build up 
necessary skills to reach 450 TOEIC scores··· .. Speaking proficiency of D level on 
ETS proficiency scale is targeted at this level. Students are able to carry slow 
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conversation on the topic related to daily life and personal interests. Grammar and 
structure are still limited and students make mistakes but they can understand and 
communicate with native speakers with limited communicative abilities. (sic) 
One drawback of basing curriculum goals on such levels is that while they do provide 
general descriptions, they do not give clear ideas for students in how to approach their 
learning. 
As the author has previously argued (Cunningham 2003), these goal expectations are 
high - many students need to make gains of over 200 points in the course of 96 hours of 
instruction. Conversely, ETS recommends at least 100 hours of study if significant gains 
are to be made (TOEIC UserGuide 1999). Furthermore, ETS' research indicates that for true 
test score gains to be realized requires a minimum increase of 63.5 points (TOEIC Technical 
Manualnd). If a score gain of 60 points is interpreted as significant, then the college's goals 
are severe. At the same time, if significant inroads in ability are desired, then a demanding 
course is necessary. Nevertheless, the majority of last year's freshmen did not reach the 
standard, creating a large demand for the 2nd requisite course (A.E.). 
Potentially complicating the situation is one proposal currently under consideration, 
which is to both increase the TOEIC score requirement to 500 points and to lower the 
English levels required to enter the college. In other words, students with lower English 
abilities would need to make greater improvements in their abilities in the same period of 
time as currently enrolled students. Obviously, the number of students who would need to 
take additional English courses could swell to unmanageable numbers. 
Needless to say, if these proposals are to be put into effect, the structure of the language 
program will need to undergo major changes to compensate. Even without the proposed 
changes, the ramifications of the previous innovations need to be addressed if APC students 
are to meet graduation requirements and develop their communicative abilities. 
CURRENT SYLLABUS CONTENT 
The TOEIC segment of the course typically has been taught using test-preparation 
textbooks, perhaps for two main reasons. Firstly, it has been argued that using such texts 
prepares students for the test and therefore greater score gains may be realized. Secondly, 
such texts perhaps have higher face value with the students, in that they know they are 
expected to increase their scores and preparing for the test would seem to ensure that the 
goals are attained. However, these texts focus on syntax and lexis out of context and do not 
require the students to use the language to communicate (Cunningham 2003). 
The speaking component is centered on either a business or a notional-functional 
textbook. While the benefits and drawbacks of both types of texts could be argued, their 
level is not equitable with the level of the TOEIC score. Without a doubt, they are much 
lower, reflecting the students' weak English communicative skills. While such texts may be 
good for building their confidence in using the language, they do not contribute to the 
structural or lexical competence that students are expected to demonstrate on the TOEIC. 
It could thus be argued that the two components are not complimentary, placing a larger 
burden on the TOEIC side to ensure success with the TOEIC test. Two implications of this 
can best be described as students viewing TOEIC study as more important than 
communication, and a higher reliance on discrete grammar study and the learning of 
decontextualized lexis. 
If this method of study were effective in seeing improvement in TOEIC scores and in 
communicating, then the assumed result is that there would be fewer students in A.E. To 
the contrary, research strongly suggests that this form of study does not see gains in 
language use or comprehension (Canale 1983; Cook 1989; Morrow 1979; Rutherford 1987; 
Spolsky 1985; Widdowson 1979; Widdowson 1989). 
As a result, there is a real possibility that once the students finally do get their test score 
of 425, it may only be a number without any relation to the student's ability to communicate 
in either spoken or written English.·· Again, this is a concern that has previously been made 
(Cunningham op cit). 
The difficulty lies with how to have both the communicative and TOEIC test components 
complimentary and seeing significant gains made in knowledge, as demonstrated by the test, 
and in ability to apply this knowledge to communicate at higher levels. This issue will be 
examined in the next section, along with a proposal on how relate the issue to the college's 
language program. 
DOES LEARNING OCCUR ONL Y IN THE CLASSROOM? 
While teaching discrete items of grammar and vocabulary may make for nice tidy lessons, 
it is easy to recognize that English, or any language for that matter, contains many more 
aspects than can be accounted for in any grammar or language text. As Lewis (1996) quite 
plainly states, 
"If learners need thousands of discrete items, each of which needs to be 'taught', 
classroom language learning appears impossible. . .. Indeed, the majority of 
language acquired by the learner must come from sources other than formal 
teaching." (1996: 11) 
That learners can and do learn much more about the language than is formally taught in 
a language class not a new concept (see Shortall 1996; Willis 1990). Thus, it would seem 
logical to provide students with as many opportunities to come into contact with the 
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language as possible, particularly those learning a foreign language (FL) like APC' students. 
One way to provide this opportunity would be to create a self-access centre. APC already 
possesses a Language Resource Room (LRR), which informally supports students with their 
studies. It could quite easily be transformed into a more formal learning centre for all 
languages studied at the college, an idea that will be expanded upon next. 
LEARNER CHOICE AND SELF-ACCESS CENTRES 
Another factor related to learning that is extraneous to what the teacher provides students 
is the wealth of previous learned knowledge that the students possess, either from their 
native language or another FL. This knowledge differs from student to student as do their 
language related concerns and interests; as a result, it has been argued that students need to 
be able to choose what they want to focus on in their language studies and to be able to 
select what material they would like to utilize. 
Many have argued that program designers must be aware of and factor into the syllabus 
students' needs as students view them if the program is to be successful (Cook 1993; 
Hutchinson and Waters 1984; Seedhouse 1995). Students must find the material interesting, 
relevant to their lives or useful in relation to what they see as important in their language 
learning. 
An albeit small survey conducted with the author's classes (Cunningham 2002) indicated 
that while students felt the TOEIC was important to their future, they did not believe that 
it related to their language acquisition. Even now, students tend to voice ambivalent 
feelings towards their TOEIC studies, perhaps considering it a necessary evil, an emotion 
that would not seem to be beneficial within the classroom, and questionably something that 
would not induce out of class study. 
As Lee (1998) writes with regards to the introduction of a self-access centre in a Hong 
Kong university, the students tended to be passive learners dependent on the teacher for 
everything and lacking initiative in their studies. This description could well be applied to 
many Japanese learners as well. Lee continues that this initiative in language studies is 
crucial if the language is to be learned: students need to ask questions relating their studies; 
they need to expose themselves to the language as frequently as possible. 
To deal with this passivity and encourage students to show initiative, it has been 
recommended that students be taught how they can study on their own, and how the teacher 
can function as a guide in their studies, not solely as a director of their learning (Barnett and 
Jordan 1991; Jones 1995; Lee 1998; Littlejohn 1985). Jones (1995) also argues that for 
cultures where peer consultation is important, again like with Japanese students, the centre 
need not be one of isolation. Students working together should not be considered 
undesirable - working in pairs or groups may see higher numbers of students using such 
centres, and as was pointed out earlier, students have their own strengths and weaknesses. 
Working together means students are helping each other - in other words, they are taking 
control of their learning. 
SELF-ACCESS CENTRES AND THE FORMAL CLASSROOM 
Earlier, it was said that students tend to have ambivalent feelings towards the TOEIC: it 
is necessary to get a high score for both graduation and their future but it is not necessarily 
related to their language acquisition. Furthermore, the current program is not seeing the test 
score gains that the college would like to see. 
One solution would be to set up the current LRR room as a self-access centre. One area 
could be devoted to TOEIC studies, which the students could access on their own. There 
are a number of Japanese language TOEIC prep-texts on the market - grammar and lexis 
points are explained in Japanese, making them ideal for self-study. The English department 
could purchase a number of series, including the audio texts, and provide the students with 
a booklist so that they could purchase their own text. Faculty could prepare worksheets 
based on the texts to provide students further grounding in the various points being covered 
in the texts and if students need guidance, they can then approach their teacher or one of the 
tutors in the LRR. 
The SRI reading series could also be established in one area. The college already 
possesses two sets - to not make them readily available to the students is essentially a waste 
of a valuable resource. Another resource to be exploited in a self-access centre is the CALL 
system, with the simple installation of two or three computers. Current reading material 
could form a fourth station. The end result would be a room where students could take the 
responsibility for their own language/TOEle studies. This is a responsibility that they do 
need to take - by providing an area where they could access general English and TOEIC-
related material it might be easier to convince students to shoulder some of the responsibility 
for their learning. 
So, what would the classroom be used for? The "TOEIC" component of class could be 
used for developing reading and written discourse communication abilities and the 
"speaking" component could continue to focus on the development of the students' listening 
and spoken discourse. By taking both sections above the level of simple notion-functional 
material, the classes could be used to develop communication that relates to both the 
students' future and the TOEIC: business related topics such as reading and writing E-mail 
communiques as well as the more traditional business letters and faxes; writing business 
proposals; conducting research and presenting it in a written text. Many possibilities exist, 
with the language that the students would need to call upon relevant to the TOEIC and 
pertinent to a business career. 
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The same could be done with the speaking component. A direct relation could be made 
to the reading class or more general speaking abilities could be developed, such as initiating 
conversation, changing topics, giving opinions, or having discussions. However, by raising 
the levels beyond asking questions related to personal interests, shopping, eating in 
restaurants and giving directions, the classroom would be used for developing 
communication, and the self-access centre for working on the TOEIC. 
MAKING THE SELF-ACCESS CENTRE WORK 
Creating a self-access centre does not guarantee that it will work. Furthermore, research 
(Barnett and Jordan 1991; Jones 1995; Lee 1998; Littlejohn 1985) has also indicated that 
coercing students to use the centre will only result in copied work or students looking busy 
when in reality they are doing other activities. How do you convince students of the benefits 
of independent learning? 
First of all, pre-term mini-seminars could be held to initiate students to the idea of self-
study and how to go about learning various aspects of the language. It is naturally assumed 
that after 13 years of schooling students know how to study a FL; in reality many do not. 
While holding such seminars may seem impossible, this past spring saw faculty and 
freshmen coming together for a 3-day weekend. Seminars could be worked into such a 
weekend. 
Secondly, students need to be oriented to how the self-access centre is organized, how 
they can utilize the materials and what benefits they can gain from using it. Enthusiasm, 
support and guidance from their language teachers is vital, as well. And while it is not 
recommended to have students spend a specified number of hours in the LRR - quality not 
quantity is important - students could be expected to keep a portfolio of the work they do 
in the LRR, which would be factored into their overall course grade. 
Previous studies (Barnett and Jordan 1991; Jones 1995; Lee 1998; Littlejohn 1985) have 
not shown that all students show a zealous interest in such resources; however, they do 
indicate that students who take their studies seriously appreciate having material to access 
and the less enthusiastic at least take some initiative and responsibility for their learning. 
CONCLUSION 
Like all tertiary level institutes, APe offers an education and it must be relevant to the 
students and valued by them. The programs must be sound, having established goals and 
outcomes. However, if the material to be covered in a course of study is so abundant that 
the time allotted to learning the material is too short, then few outcomes are realized. 
That being said, education is also two directional. Teachers provide guidance, 
information, and an effective learning atmosphere. Students must approach their studies 
with an open mind, interest and a positive attitude to learning the subject. They need to 
shoulder some of the responsibility for their learning. 
The dual goal of APC' English program is for students to attain a TOEIC score of 425 
points and to improve their communicative abilities. However, with the program oriented 
as it is, it may be difficult for both goals to be attained to a satisfactory level. 
In an attempt to reconcile both components of the English program, it has been proposed 
that the college re-organize the LRR into a formal self-access centre for students. They can 
take responsibility for working towards their TOEIC goal with regards to test-preparation 
and exposing themselves to English outside of the classroom, which is essentially no 
different from them preparing for an accounting license test. In the classroom, the teachers 
can dedicate valuable contact time to developing the learners' spoken and written discourse, 
which in itself works towards both the TOEIC and the communicative ability aims. It may 
also give students greater satisfaction in that they are focusing on the development of their 
communication abilities. 
By giving the students easily comprehensible goals set at their level of ability, program 
outcomes can be reached on all levels: improved written and spoken discourse ability, with 
grammar and vocabulary focused on as a product of communication. This would carry over 
to their knowledge required for the TOEIC, which they are practicing in the LRR. 
Hopefully, whatever language they come into contact in the LRR would be brought into the 
class. 
And just perhaps, developing initiative and independence in learning English will carry 
over to the students' other courses of study, making not just a solid English program but also 
a language program that is relevant to all of the programs. 
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Abstract 
This paper outlines proposals for a self-access center at Aomori Public College as one 
approach to keeping the program relevant to overall curriculum change. It proceeds by first 
outlining the current language program in relation to current and proposed curriculum 
developments, followed by how a self-access center could compliment the program and 
encourage autonomous learning with the students. 
